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ABSTRACT 
 
A lot of studies continue to confirm that emergency service employees during the course of their 
work deal with traumatic events as well as disasters that are either natural or man-made. As a 
result, they are often exposed to mass death, the picking up of dead bodies, some burnt as well 
as mutilated body remains.  This results in mental health problems that may lead to psychiatric 
disorders. In addition the coping strategies that they use may be functional or dysfunctional. 
Functional coping strategies with regard to emergency service workers have been found to be 
more problem-focused than emotion-focused. Factors like experience, training, age, marital 
status, personal traits, coping styles, resources and strategies have been found to have an 
impact on the coping strategies of emergency service employees. Resilience has been found to 
develop over time with longer service in the sector. 
 
The present study explored the Ekurhuleni Emergency Service employees’ perception coping 
strategies that work best for them, and those that do not. In addition from participants’ responses, 
the extent to which these coping strategies are used as well as the outcomes thereof, were be 
established. By exploring these coping strategies, the researcher hoped to contribute to the 
awareness of functional coping strategies as opposed to dysfunctional ones. In addition, the 
researcher hoped that the findings would contribute to the promotion in the of awareness of, as 
well as the improvement or restructuring of existing wellness programmes, so that they are more 
easily accessible to the emergency services in a such a manner as will serve their best interests.   
 
Nine fire stations were approached to conduct the study. A self-administered questionnaire was 
administered to 50 emergency service employees who were available during the researcher’s 
visit for the purpose. The questionnaire included questions to elicit demographic information from 
the participants. Other questions focused on the understanding of the term coping, as well as 
coping resources and strategies in general that have been identified.  
 
The results of the study confirmed findings by previous researchers. Social support especially the 
use of peers and family were found to be used by a significantly high number of participants. 
Although spousal support was established to have been perceived negatively by some previous 
studies, in the present study 32% participants relied a lot on their spousal partners, whilst peer 
support was perceived to be beneficial by 16% of the participants. Personal resources like prayer, 
engaging in sports and gym were identified as beneficial, whilst alcohol was found to have short 
benefits and not so helpful. 
 
 
 vii 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
 
Chapter 1             Page 
 
1.1 Introduction          1 
 
1.2 Rationale for the Study         2 
 
1.3 Anticipated Value of the Study        3 
 
1.4 Aims of the Study         4 
 
   1.4.1 Primary aim         4 
 
   1.4.2 Secondary objectives        4 
 
1.5 Brief Overview of the Research Design and Methodology     5 
 
1.6 Limitations of the Study        6 
 
1.7 Definition of Key Terms        7 
 
1.8 Overview of the Research Report       9 
 
 
Chapter 2 Literature Review 
 
2.1 Introduction          11 
 
2.2 Understanding Stress         11 
 
2.2.1 Brief historical perspectives on the term “stress”       11 
 
2.2.2 Stress theories         12 
 
2.2.3 Stress defined         13 
 
2.2.4 Occupational stress         14 
 
2.2.5 Stress and gender specific responses       16 
 
2.2.6 Stress, work and family conflict       17 
 
2.2.7 Stress and emergency service employees      18 
 
2.2.8 Stress symptoms         19 
 
2.2.9 Costs of work stress         19 
 
2.3 Understanding Trauma        20 
 
2.3.1 Origins and perspectives on the term “trauma” 
 
2.3.2 Trauma defined         20 
 
2.3.3 Effects of trauma         21 
 
2.3.3.1 Posttraumatic stress disorder, secondary stress and burnout     24 
 
2.3.3.2 Interpersonal trauma        25 
 viii 
 
2.3.3.3 Traumatic memories        26 
 
2.3.3.4 Positive effects of trauma        26 
 
2.4 Stress and Trauma within the South African Context     27 
 
2.5 Conclusion          30 
 
 
Chapter 3: Literature Review  Coping       31 
  
 
3.1 Introduction          31 
 
3.2 Coping Defined         31 
 
3.3 Theoretical Perspectives on Coping       31 
 
3.4 Coping Categories         33 
 
3.5 Coping Resources, Strategies and Efforts      34 
 
   3.5.1 Coping resources         34 
 
   3.5.2 Coping strategies         38 
 
      3.5.2.1 Social support         38 
 
      3.5.2.2 Social support and cross-cultural variations     39 
 
      3.5.2.3 Social support and gender differences      39  
 
3.5.3 Coping efforts         42 
 
3.6 Religious Faith Spirituality and Coping       43 
 
3.7 Helpful and Unhelpful Coping Strategies       45 
 
3.8 Stress, Trauma, Coping and the Care Giving Professions      46 
 
3.9  Emergency Workers and Coping       47  
 
    3.9.1 Challenges in studying coping amongst emergency service employees   49 
 
    3. 9.2 The nature of the stressor        49 
 
    3.9.3 Secondary traumatic stress or burnout      51 
 
    3.9.4 Trauma and social support        51 
 
    3.9.5 Trauma and organisational support       52 
 
    3.9.6 Cultural background, ethnicity and gender      53 
 
    3.9.7 Anticipation and previous experience      54 
 
    3.9.8 Avoidance and self-control        55 
 
    3.9.9 Experience and training        56 
 
    3.9.10 Resiliency         58 
 ix 
 
3.9.11 Debriefing          61 
 
3.10 Stress, Trauma and Coping         62 
 
3.11 Coping amongst emergency service employees      63 
 
3.12 Coping in the South African Context       63 
 
3.5 Conclusion          67 
 
 
Chapter 4: Research Methodology        68 
 
4.1 Introduction          68 
 
4.2 Research Design         68 
 
4.3 Research Methodology        68 
 
   4.3.1 Population and sampling        68 
 
   4.3.2 Research tool         69 
 
   4.3.3 Pilot study         69 
 
   4.3.4 Research procedures        70 
 
         4.3.4.1 Gaining permission to enter the field      70 
        
         4.3.4.2 Data collection        71 
 
         4.3.4.3 Data processing and analysis       72 
 
         4.3.4.4 Data interpretation        72 
 
4.4 Establishing Trustworthiness        72 
 
    4.4.1 Credibility         72 
 
    4.4.2 Transferability         73 
 
    4.4.3 Dependability         73 
 
    4.4.4 Confirmability         74 
 
    4.4.5 Saturation         74 
     
4.5 Strengths and Limitations        74 
 
    4.5.1 Strengths          74 
 
    4.5.2 Limitations         75 
 
4.6 Ethical Considerations         76 
 
    4.6.1 Harm to respondents        76 
 
    4.6.2 Informed consent         76 
 
    4.6.3 Deception to respondents        76 
      
 x 
 
    4.6.4 Violation of privacy, anonymity and confidentiality     76 
     
    4.6.5 Researcher’s actions and competency      77 
 
    4.6.6 Release of findings        77 
 
4.7 Conclusion          77 
 
 
Chapter 5: Data Analysis and Interpretation       79 
 
5.1 Introduction          79 
 
5.2 Biographical Information        79 
 
5.3 Coping Strategies and Resources       85 
 
   5.3.1 How Participants Cope        85 
 
   5.3.2. Peers and Family as Coping Resources      89 
 
      5.3..2.1 Peers as a coping resource       89 
 
      5.3.2.2 The family as a coping resource       93 
 
  5.3.3 Counselling Services        99 
 
     5.3.3.1 Workplace counseling services       99 
 
     5.3.3.2 Counselling services outside the workplace      107 
 
5.3.4. Personal  Strategies         108 
 
    5.3.4.1 Stress monitoring as a coping strategy      108 
 
    5.3.4.2 Changing perceptions as a coping strategy      113 
   
    5.3.4.3 Problem-solving as a coping strategy      116 
 
    5.3.4.4 Hobbies and recreational activities as coping strategies    117 
 
    5.3.4.5 Tension reduction strategies       119 
 
    5.3.4. 6 Structuring as a coping strategy       121 
 
    5.3.4.7 Defense mechanisms as coping strategies      122 
 
    5.3.4.8 Self-medication as a coping strategy      123 
 
    5.3.4.9 Perceived most effective and least effective coping strategies    124 
 
    5.3.4.10 Additional comments        126 
 
5.3.5 Resiliency and posttraumatic growth       129 
          
5.4 Conclusion          130 
 
 
 
 
 
 xi 
 
Chapter 6: Summary of Main Findings and Recommendations     132 
 
6.1 Summary of the Study         132 
 
6.2 Main Findings          132 
 
   6.2.1 Social Support         133 
 
   6.2.2 Personal Strategies Mostly Used       136 
 
       6.2.2.1 Cognitive restructuring or changing perceptions     136 
 
       6.2.2.2 Defense mechanisms        137 
 
       6.2.2.3 Problem-solving         137 
 
      6.2.2.4 Stress monitoring        138 
 
      6.2.2.5 Self-medication         138 
 
      6.2.2 6 Structuring         138 
 
   6.2.3 Counselling Services        139 
 
   6.2.4 Helpful and Unhelpful Coping Strategies and Resources    140 
 
      6.2.4.1 Participants’ perceived helpful coping resources and strategies   140 
 
      6.2.4.2 Participants’ perceived unhelpful coping resources and strategies   140 
 
6.2.5 Organisational Issues        140 
 
   6.2.5.1 Management not in touch with issues on the ground     140 
 
   6.2.5.2 Inadequate resources (personal and work-related)     141 
 
6.3 Conclusion          141 
 
5.4 Recommendations         142 
 
   6.4.1 For Practice         142 
 
   6.4.2 For Research         143 
 
6.5 Concluding Comments         144 
 
 
7 List of References         145 
 
 
8 Appendices          152 
 
8.1 Appendix 8.1 Questionnaire on the coping strategies used by the Ekurhuleni    153 
      Emergency Services employees 
 
8.2 Appendix 8.2 Letter of Invitation        161 
 
 
            
       
 
 xii 
 
LIST OF TABLES 
 
 
           Page 
 
Table 5.1 Specific emergency work training of participants in the study   85 
 
Table 5.2 Definition of coping by participants in the study     86 
 
Table 5.3 Negative responses when sharing with family     97 
 
Table 5.4 Availability of workplace counselling services     101 
 
Table 5.5 Adequacy of workplace counselling services     102 
 
Table 5.6 Perceived required changes in workplace counseling services   104 
 
Table 5.7 Why workplace counseling services are not used    105 
 
Table 5.8 Perceived most effective coping strategies     124 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 xiii 
 
LIST OF FIGURES 
 
 
           Page 
 
Figure 5.1 Race and gender distribution of participants in the study   80 
 
Figure 5.2 Age distribution of participants in the study     81 
 
Figure 5.3 Marital status of participants in the study     82 
 
Figure 5.4 Distribution of emergency work experience in years    83 
 
Figure 5.5 Level of education of participants in the study     84 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 xiv 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 xv 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
